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Abstract 
This case study seeks to explain why students choose to pursue advanced education at Xuchang University, and to assess the 
strengths and dynamics of the factors influencing the enrollment decision. This study used a combination of quantitative and 
qualitative research methods to explain the factors and process. Quantitative data from a survey questionnaire were used to 
identify the factors and to measure their significance in influencing or determining the choice of Xuchang University. Qualitative 
data from in-person interviews were used to gain insights into how freshmen decide to pursue higher education at Xuchang 
University. The research findings reveal the significant influence of academic, economic, environmental, and job offer 
/settledown pulling factors as well as a set of negative pushing factors. This research suggests that to attract top freshmen, 
Xuchang University should focus on investing in research and ensuring the quality of higher education, while crafting a strategy 
to enhance awareness of and the overall image of their higher education institutions and programs.  
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1. Introduction 
Xuchang University (XU), located in Xuchang City which is a medium-sized city far from the capital of Henan 
Province. Henan for its huge population base is always leading province sending students to University in China. 
XU is a full-time comprehensive public university. She only has right to confer Bachelor's degree to undergraduates 
who have finished all requirements in the specific teaching guidelines, achieving sufficient academic grades in 
curricular subject studies and graduation theses. According to Niu Qiang, et al. (2004), XU may belong to 3rd tier 
college in China which is primarily funded at the provincial level but they also receive some financial support from 
the central government[1]. Different from other local universities, XU focuses on upgrading higher education with a 
wider strategy of attempting to upgrade the quality and skill through educational reform.XU is now subject to 
extraordinary pressures to upgrade themselves in terms of objective rankings. Some of this focus on improved 
educational attainment in XU seems to be spontaneous and accelerated by the policy process that exerts the pressure. 
XU students are typically from rural areas that prefer university opportunity to university rankings. The economics 
of higher education is important for them, and they will likely choose a path that generates a high return on their 
investment; in other words, they will go to a place where they can have a satisfying career experience and a high 
monetary return. 
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2. Research design 
Paper-based survey questionnaires were randomly to a total population of 450 students on the campus, and 210 
surveys (46.7 percent) were returned. The recruitment of the interview participants was via self- selection, as 
interview participants were asked in the questionnaire whether they would be interested in participating in an in-
depth interview, and 23 undergraduate students participated in in-depth interviews. The in-depth interviews were 
semi-structured, and the interview format consisted of small group discussions, individual interviews, and online 
interviews. The questionnaire was divided into two sections. The first section consisted of questions pertaining to 
the demographic as well as background information. The respondents mirrored the total population in terms of city 
of origin. The demographic data and the field of study of the interviewees mirrored the survey respondents. 
3. Research findings 
3.1. Enrolment statistics  
According to admission department in XU,New registration rate statistics in 2008 shows 94.4% undergraduate 
admission, 90.9% Undergraduate upgraded from junior college, 64.5% college admission second groups, 
undergraduate admission 98% and total of 90.4%. Admission rate of 08 Undergraduate upgraded from junior 
college shows 100% Art and Design, 100% Tourism Management, 97.6% History,98.7% Computer science and 
technology, 83.6% Civil engineering, 100% Chinese Language and Literature, 98.6% English (Normal), 93.5% 
Business Administration, 96.7%Law, 100% Electrical Engineering and Automation, 100% Electronic Information 
Engineering, Total 98%. 2010 Undergraduate shows admission rate 100.16%, real registration rate 96%. 2010 
Undergraduate upgraded from junior college shows admission rate 104.69%, real registration rates 98%. 
Demographic origins characteristics of Henanese freshman can be seen below figure 1. 
2009
Zhengzhou Kaifeng Luoyang Pingdingshan Xinxiang Jiaozuo 
Anyang Puyang Hebi Sanmenxia Xuchang Luohe 
Shangqiu Zhoukou Zhumadian Xinyang Nanyang Jiyuan 
Gongyi Xiangcheng Yongcheng Gushi Dengzhou   
2010
Zhengzhou Kaifeng Luoyang Pingdingshan Xinxiang Jiaozuo 
Anyang Puyang Hebi Sanmenxia Xuchang Luohe 
Shangqiu Zhoukou Zhumadian Xinyang Nanyang Jiyuan 
Gongyi Xiangcheng Yongcheng Gushi Dengzhou  
Fig.1.2009-2010 Regional distribution of new freshmen 
 
3.2 Respondents' personal characteristics 
As shown on the table 1, female respondents outnumbered males by 122 (or 58.1%) to 88 (41.9%).The majority 
of the respondents were 20 or 21 years old, (41.4%). 31.0% were 18 and 19 years old, and 15.7% are between 22 
and 23. 8.1% were 24 and above. 76.2% of the sample population were 21 or younger.126 (or 60%) of the 
respondents were Henanese students. 60 respondents (28.6%) were students from other provinces, while 24 (11.4%) 
were Xuchangese. The higher number of students from other provinces respondents was purely by chance. 37.6% of 
the respondents reported earning a monthly family income RMB 1000 or Less. 24.5% of the respondents reported 
earning a monthly family income of between RMB 1001 and RMB 2500. 18.7% reported incomes of RMB 2501 to 
RMB 4000.  10% reported incomes of RMB 4001 to RMB 6000.  9.2% mentioned their family incomes exceed 
RMB 6000. The majority of respondents (37.1%) reportedly never visited XU prior to enrollment. 31.9% visited 
their institutions only once; 17.6% reported visiting twice, and only 13.3% visited their institutions more than twice. 
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One respondent cited visiting his college 10 times before enrolling. Such extreme was, however, a misnomer. 
Almost all of those who reported visiting their colleges more than twice only did so three or four times. 
  
Tab.1 Demographic Characteristics of Respondents  Tab.2 College Choice Decision Factors' Profile 
  Frequency Percent    Frequency Percent 
Gender    Sources of influence   
Male 88 58.1%  Friends & schoolmates 67 31.9% 
Female 122 41.9%  Parents & relatives 43 20.7% 
Age    Newspapers 34 16.3% 
Below 18 6.6 4.2%  Education fairs 26 12.5% 
18 and 19 65.1 31.0%  College promotional material 13 6.3% 
20 and 21 86.94 41.4%  College counselors & representatives 10 4.7% 
22 and 23 24.69 15.7%  School teachers 7 3.5% 
24 and above 12.74 8.1%  Magazines 5 2.1% 
Origin    Secondary school counselor 4 1.8% 
Henan  150 71.4%  Television & radio 1 0.2% 
Other provinces 60 28.6%  Length of Time to  Make Decision   
Monthly Family Income    Within one Week 65 31% 
RMB  1000 or Less 79 37.6%  Between one and two weeks 65 31% 
RMB  1001 to RMB 2500 51 24.5%  Between two and four weeks 35 16.6% 
RMB  2501 to RMB 4000 39 18.7%  More than four weeks 45 21.4% 
RMB  4001 to RMB 6000 30 14.2%  Individual Making the Final Decision   
RMB  6001 or more 11 5%  Parent(s) 33 15.7% 
Number of Visits to XU 
Prior to Enrollment 
   Yourself 159 75.7% 
Once 67 31.9%  Sibling(s)/relative(s) 4 2.1% 
Twice 37 17.6%  Corporate body 2 0.8% 
More than twice 28 13.3%  Government institution 11 5.2% 
Never Visited 78 37.1%  Others 1 0.4% 
Source: Survey  Source: Survey 
 
3.3 College Choice Decision Factors 
An equal percentage of students (31% each) reported making up their minds to enroll in XU within a week and 
between one to two weeks. 16.7% said they required two to four weeks to decide. A significant pro- portion of those 
surveyed (21.4%) needed more than four weeks to decide. This seems to support the contention that ‘purchasing 
education’ is a high-involvement decision.75.7% of the surveyed students reportedly made the final decision to 
enroll in XU themselves. 15.7% reported that their parents made the final decision. 5.2% said that the choice of 
institution was decided for them by the government. The latter were mostly students on government scholarships. 
Only 3.3% mentioned that the final choice was made by their siblings, relatives, corporate bodies, or others. In terms 
of gathering information about their colleges, 84.3% reported gathering the information themselves. A significant 
proportion (31.9%) also relied wholly or partially on friends in gathering information. Parents, siblings, and relatives 
do not seem to play a major role in gathering information for most respondents.  
Table 2 shows the ranking of the degree of influence of external sources on students' college choice decision. 
Friends and schoolmates appear to have the greatest influence over students in making a college choice. Parents and 
relatives also seem to be very influential over the decision. Newspapers and educational fairs came in third and 
fourth respectively. College promotional material and representatives have a moderate influence over students, 
ranking at fifth and sixth place respectively. Television and radio seem to have the least influence among the ten 
sources on students' college choice decision.  
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4. Findings   
The choice of XU was influenced by the factors related to (1) Xuchang environment, (2) tuition fees and 
scholarships, (3) reputation, and (4) job offer and settledown. 
4.1 Xuchang environment 
Most survey participants who said that Xuchang was their first-choice City typically reported that they came to 
University because of the positive city Environment -safe, quiet, and peaceful. This indicates that their personal 
preferences were aligned with the unique features and social environment that Xuchang has to offer. On the other 
hand, those who reported that Xuchang was not their first-choice City chose to come to University for utilitarian 
reasons, such as ease of job offer/settledown and proximity to Zhengzhou. 
Location factors played an important role throughout the decision-making process as to search/select process, and 
again at the choice stage process. The majority of students expressed a preference for attending an undergraduate 
school located in a local city, since they were used to living in a similar environment in their own City. XU were 
generally considered to be of high quality by these students. However, a few students stated that they preferred the 
education environment and the learning atmosphere and style in XU to their Henan counterparts, despite other 
university offering more academic education. A few Henanese students reported that their fear of discrimination or 
their fear of not fitting in were their main reasons for not choosing universities in large cities. XU did not have 
master scholarship, which implies they would play emphasis on undergraduate program.   
There were significant differences when viewing the benefits of studying in other provinces among students 
when divided by city of origin. In Henanese societies, studying in other provinces was viewed as a positive 
endeavor, while it was viewed as a negative undertaking by Henanese society. In fact, many Henanese students 
mentioned that higher education was not considered a favorable undertaking. Some said a higher education could 
actually have a negative effect on their future career if they return to Henan. According to Henanese students, Henan 
is a closed society, and there are different built-in networks in various fields. An educated professional in other 
provinces returning to Henan may well have a hard time being accepted. They would be considered as “outsiders,” 
unless they graduated from some very famous university that most Henanese people have heard about.  
Students from Henan tended to rank low in importance the value or economic benefits of higher education in 
their society, indicating a “reverse push” factor from their City because Henanese society places less importance on 
the foreign higher education. For Henanese students to university choice is not a good idea, if you want to go back 
to Henan. One thing you are older than the rest of Henanese who have same degree. Other thing is they look at you 
like you are from outside. They don’t want to take you and they don’t want to give you a job. You are from outside, 
you have different way of doing things. Employers would prefer Henanese graduate to foreign graduate, and masters 
as well. If you want to get a job in Henan, it is better for a student to study program in Henan. Also, the connection 
is very important, such as network of people is very important to get a job. If you are in other provinces, it is very 
hard to have the network in Henanese society. If I did my undergraduate work in Henan, I would have contact with 
lots of Henanese parents. I can do more networking there, so I will have higher opportunity. It is not that Henanese 
education is better than the higher education in other provinces; it is that the culture of the work place is 
important.In fact, many students considered other Henanese speaking cities while they were searching and gathering 
study-in other provinces information. The most frequently mentioned cities were Zhengzhou, Kaifeng, and 
Luoyang. Some eliminated these cities as a destination for undergraduate studies at a later stage of the decision-
making process. The common reasons that turned students away from these cities included the higher cost of 
education, length, academic credibility, learning environment, discrimination, and job offer availability. 
4.2 Tuition fees and scholarships 
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Many students stated that the tuition fees in large cities were much higher, and they would get “the same degrees 
at a lower rate” in XU. It is apparent that these students did not regard education highly in terms of research 
capability, but they considered XU as strong substitutes because of the high quality of education. Indeed, many 
students would not have been able to afford the study, without sufficient scholarship or financial aid to cover tuition 
and basic living expenses. XU require lower tuition fee. Tuition fee is lower, is very important. Many freshmen have 
to give up the opportunity to university choice, when they prove unable to secure financial aid from the university. 
In such a case, financial aid is a pulling mechanism for enrolling students. However, it is important to note that 
financial aid by itself will not be enough to induce enrollment decisions, when students have more than one 
choice.Many students reported that their parents were not wealthy and/or their parents were not well educated. 
These students depend on the institutions to provide them with financial support. Without financial support such as 
scholarships or assistantships from the institutions, many of them would not be able to pursue higher education. To 
be more specific, an offer of admission without a scholarship will definitely not draw students, especially research-
oriented students. 
Unlike the undergraduate students in other local universities, they placed higher importance on faculty reputation 
and quality/reputation of university than on the ranking of the university and program. They reported that 
recommendations from parents and alumni, and the relationship and interaction with faculty and staff were 
important factors influencing their choice of an undergraduate school. Some students reported that they came to XU 
solely because they wanted to study under their professor/supervisor in specific research areas. 
Owing to their cultural background and the educational system, many students perceive the reputation, quality, 
and ranking of the university and program to be very critical. Attending a well-known university with good quality 
and ranking not only has a “signaling effect,” but is also perceived to have a direct correlation with future benefits, 
such as higher earnings and social status. XU is generally perceived as comparable to Zhengzhou higher education, 
in terms of the standard, research capability, and quality. The proximity to Zhengzhou has some impact on forming 
this positive perception of XU. There is a perception that there is much education and/or cultural exchange between 
the two cities. Second, the high living standard, the diversity and tolerance of Xuchang society, and the image of a 
peaceful city may have contributed to the image of high-quality education.  
4.3 Job offer and settledown 
The research findings show the choice of XU on importance of job offer and possible settledown. Students rated 
the ease of job offer processing as an important factor due to their experience with the student job offer process in 
Xuchang City. It was “the ease” of obtaining Xuchang authorization rather than “the speed” that was important to 
these undergraduate students. There are two reasons why the speed of job offer processing is relatively unimportant. 
First, an undergraduate student would typically make an enrollment decision before applying for a job offer. Unlike 
the search/selection process of an institution, where students consider multiple cities and multiple institutions 
simultaneously to inquire about, and the job offer is performed sequentially. Some students reported that they 
applied to Zhengzhou for a job offer, and only after they were rejected did they apply for Xuchang. Secondly, when 
an undergraduate student makes a decision to study in Xuchang, he/she considers various factors, such as reputation, 
quality, ranking, scholarships, tuition fees, learning environment, etc. It is doubtful that an undergraduate student 
with a good education background and with a particular field of study in mind would easily be swayed away by the 
speed of job offer process of another lesser-desired city. The speed of the job offer process is less relevant to the 
choice of Xuchang for this particular group of students. 
Many freshmen stated that they could stay in Henan after completing their studies. By reviewing the freshmen’ 
future plans, the research findings shed some light on the relationship among education, settledown, and mobility. 
28 percent of the respondents agreed that they would like to stay in Xuchang permanently, and 47 percent of the 
respondents agreed that they would like to stay in Xuchang for a short period of time. Thirty-six percent of the 
respondents reported that they would like to go to another city, which indicates the existence of pull factors from 
other cities, and a relatively weak loyalty for these students to Xuchang. 
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5. Conclusion 
This research, the first study focusing on both the process and the factors in freshmen’ university choice 
decisions, offers some useful insights into why students choose XU. It reveals that freshmen are attracted by strong 
pulling factors related to the perceived high quality of XU undergraduate programs at a competitive cost and the 
diverse and tolerant Xuchang environment. It finds that many students, especially from Xuchang, choose XU 
because of their difficulties in obtaining a job offer in Zhengzhou- a strong negative pushing factor from Zhengzhou 
and also a strong pulling factor for XU, which benefits from its geographic proximity to Zhengzhou. This research 
has also indicated what students actually value in selecting a college to enroll in. In particular, the quality of 
teaching, institution's image, and campus surroundings must all be considered by college operators in attracting 
students. Preparing to give what students want is the first step in applying marketing concepts to higher education. 
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